scribed as slow virus diseases owing to the lengthy incubation time, and viruses were thought to be the etiologic agents of these conditions. But the infectious proteins discovered over the past decade, known as prions , now appear more likely to be the causative agents. Stanley Prusiner, the recent Nobel prize recipient, has done much of the research in this area. Prions appear to have no inherent nucleic acid structure and are highly resistant to desiccation, a factor that the book implies contributed to the entrance of this condition into the food chain. Even more interesting is that these proteins are present in normal brain tissue as well as diseased tissue; the exact mechanism for transformation from benign to deadly is still unknown.
Those whose interests are infectious diseases, scientific research, public health, epidemiology, and medicine in general will relish the interplay between research information, public health recommendations for prevention, and governmental action (or nonaction). Epidemiologically there is evidence that change in animal husbandry practices, laxity of agricultural regulations, and human complacency contributed to the outbreak of BSE in the United Kingdom. The continuing reports of cases of BSE in country after country prompted the United States to ban cattle and cattle products from the European economies. Does that really make our meat or ourselves safe?
The Institute of Medicine, in its book Emerging Infections: Microbial Threats to Health in the United States (National Academy Press, 1992), classifies emerging threats according to proposed factors of emergence. One of these, technology and industry, appears to play a major role in the transmission of the spongiform encephalopathies. As Rhodes mentions in the book, BSE is "already here, in native form, a low-level infection that industrial cannibalism could amplify to epidemic scale. We still feed meatand-bone meal to cattle. And an estimated seventy-seven million Americans eat beef every day."
Deadly Feasts will give the reader definite food for thought. Complacency and ignorance in the era of emerging infectious disease is a deadly combination. (title, author, and publisher) to Robert Aronowitz, MD, Book Review Editor, JGIM, , University and Woodland Avenues, Philadelphia, PA 19104; telephone (215) 823-4470; fax (215) 823-4450. B O O K R E V I E W
